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way in which they disposed of the tiresome job of
eating. We sat round a cloth spread on the floor,
in the middle of which was a huge tinned dish
piled high with rice and crowned with the carcase
of a whole sheep. All round were smaller bowls
and dishes with sour cream, vegetables, eggs fried
in sugar, pickles of every kind, and tomato and other
sauces with small pieces of meat and potato floating
in them. Each diner was given a large flapjack
of unleavened bread which served as a rapidly
diminishing table napkin. In deference to our
Western ideas there were three pewter spoons, with
which we might ladle soup or sauce over the nearest
rice-slope before picking up a mouthful with the
fingers of the right hand. Dipping indiscriminately
into every receptacle within reach, we stuffed in
silence till we could stuff no more. Each of us then
rose without a word, held out his greasy hand to be
sluiced from a long-spouted ewer, and retired to a
divan for coffee and cigarettes. Our places were
immediately taken by diners of lower degree, who in
their turn gave way to others until all were fed.
After dinner we talked again interminably, while
fresh coffee was roasted and ground at the far end
of the hall. At one moment there was a clatter
of hoofs, as the sheikh's favourite mare walked in
unconcernedly, and drank from a trough set by the
wall, I was astonished at the number of people
who came in and drank the sheikh's coffee as of
right. cc Surely he must be a very great sheikh,"
I said to my neighbour, " to keep such open
house," cc Yea, by God," he replied,<c he is father
of fifteen. Ibn Shaalan himself is father of only
nineteen." " Father of only nineteen what ? " I
asked. a Berries of cardamom to flavour the